
George Vasey (1822–1893) 

George Vasey was the USDA’s first Chief Botanist, 

serving from 1872 until his death in 1893. His 

publications on the grasses of the United States are 

some of the most influential early work on the topic.  

Vasey was born in England, and as a child he lived 

in New York State.  He pursued botany as an 

enthusiastic amateur from a young age, but studied 

medicine as well and became a physician.  A 

founding member of the Illinois Natural History 

Survey, Vasey also served as the group’s president 

and collections curator.  After documenting flora for 

John Wesley Powell’s 1868 Colorado expedition, 

Vasey joined the USDA.1 

In the 1878 Annual Report of the Commissioner of 

Agriculture, Vasey proposed that the true measure of 

the agricultural wealth of a region was the 

abundance of healthy meadows and pastureland.  

He also observed that “the difference of soil and 

climate in different portions of our extensive country are such as to require the cultivation 

of a large variety of grasses.”2  With his USDA publications about grasses found in the 

United States and abroad, Vasey aimed to help farmers avoid agricultural methods that 

resulted in “impoverished land and too frequently an impoverished people.”3  These 

publications combine detailed botanical observations, useful illustrations, and practical 

observations on the use of grasses by farmers. 

Vasey also served as curator of the National Herbarium, and during his tenure the 

collection grew to include over 15,000 sheets of mounted grass specimens.4  He was 

instrumental in establishing the Grass Experimental Station at Garden City, Kansas.5   
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George Vasey’s USDA contributions on the subject of grasses: 
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